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The presence of English and French in 
Canada is an important part of our history 
and a positive fact of our national life. 


The Official Languages Act 


The 1988 Official Languages Act, in line with the 
1982 Charter of Rights and Freedoms, affirms that 
English and French are the official languages of 
Canada and sets out their equal status in all federal 
institutions. The Act: 


¢ defines the rights of Canadians with respect to 
official languages and the responsibilities of 
federal institutions to provide service in English 
and French; 


commits the government of Canada to encour- 
aging and supporting the development of official 
language minority communities and to fostering 
the full recognition and use of both official 
languages in Canadian society; 


commits the government of Canada to co- 
operating with provincial governments and their 
institutions to support the development of English 
and French linguistic minority communities and 
to provide services in both English and French; 


sets out the right of federal employees to work in 
their preferred official language subject to geo- 
graphical and other conditions and commits the 
federal government to ensuring equal employment 
opportunity for members of both language groups 
in federal institutions; 


strengthens the role of the Commissioner of 
Official Languages; 


recognizes the importance of preserving and 
enhancing the use of languages other than English 
and French; 


* establishes the primacy of the Act over other 
federal laws insofar as official languages are 
concerned. 


How the Act Affects You 


The Act guarantees your right to use either English 
or French when dealing with the government of 
Canada. This includes the Parliament of Canada 
and all federal courts, departments, agencies and 
Crown corporations. 


You can be served in the official language of your 
choice: 


in the National Capital Region; 
¢ from the head office of all federal institutions; 


° from many federal facilities providing services to 
the travelling public. 


As well, you have the right to be served in either 
English or French by federal offices and facilities 
where there is a significant demand for such 
service or where it is reasonable to provide bilin- 
gual service for reasons of public health, safety or 
security or where the nature of the office requires 
it. 


To help you exercise your language rights, federal 
offices which are designated to provide services in 
English and French must indicate both verbally and 
by posted signs their readiness to do so. A directory 
of these offices is published by the Treasury Board 
Secretariat. 


You can help too! Don’t hesitate to use your official 
language when asking for service. By doing so, you 
help Canada’s government to provide a high level 
of service. 


Making It Work 


The people who provide service in both official 
languages are federal employees such as a postal 
clerk or a customs official, a Parks Canada atten- 
dant or a counsellor at a Canada Employment 
Centre. This does not mean all federal employees, 
or even a majority of them, must be bilingual. What 


it does mean is that each federal institution, as a 
whole, must be able to deal with the public in 
English and French. 


If you are a federal employee, the Act recognizes 
your right to work in either official language in 
certain regions. However, the public’s right to be 
served in its preferred language comes first. 


The federal government is committed to ensuring 
equal opportunity for employment and advance- 
ment, within the merit principle, for both official 
language groups in federal institutions. The compo- 
sition of the work force of federal institutions 
should tend to reflect the presence of both language 
communities in Canada. The Act also provides 
against discrimination on the basis of official 
language spoken. Finally, the Act states that 
language requirements for positions must be set on 
the basis of objective criteria. 


More to Come 


Regulations subject to parliamentary scrutiny will 
be introduced in due course to define more pre- 
cisely the principles contained in the Act, notably 
significant demand for service in the minority 
language. 


The Commissioner of Official Languages 


D’ Iberville Fortier is the current Commissioner of 
Official Languages. In 1984 he was appointed to a 
seven-year term by Parliament, the institution to 
which he is responsible. His predecessors were 
Keith Spicer and Maxwell Yalden. 


The Commissioner is responsible for ensuring that 
the letter and the spirit of the Act are known and 
respected. The Commissioner has three principal 
duties: 


¢ Linguistic Ombudsman: The Commissioner 
investigates complaints from people who believe 
their language rights have not been respected. 
Members of the Commissioner’s staff gather 
information and examine each case. The Commis- 
sioner may then make recommendations to the 


federal departments or agencies concerned to 
rectify problems. All complaints are investigated 
in the strictest confidence, with full respect for the 
right to privacy. The Commissioner informs com- 
plainants of the progress and results of the 
investigation. 


The Act also provides that when a complaint has 
not been settled to a complainant’s satisfaction, 
the latter may take the matter to the Federal 
Court. The Commissioner may also take a 
complaint to the Court with the complainant’s 
consent. 


Linguistic Auditor: The Commissioner is 
responsible for ensuring recognition of the equal 
status of our two official languages by all federal 
institutions. Representatives visit these institu- 
tions periodically to see how the Official Lan- 
guages Act is being respected. If necessary, the 
Commissioner recommends improvements and 
asks a federal institution to indicate what correc- 
tive measures it intends to take. The Commis- 
sioner submits an Annual Report to Parliament on 
the progress of language reform. In special cir- 
cumstances, the Commissioner may also make 
special reports to government or Parliament on 
long-standing violations of the Official Languages 
Act. 


¢ Promoter of Language Equality: The 
Commissioner’s goal is to promote equality, 
understanding, fairness and goodwill between the 
two official language communities. 


Since its inauguration in 1970, the Office of the 
Commissioner of Official Languages has 
investigated approximately 25,000 complaints 
brought by individuals, involving both the 
provision of services to members of the public in 
English and French and the use of official 
languages in the Public Service. 


Where the Commissioner Can Be Reached 


If you would like more information about the 
Official Languages Act, or if you think your 
language rights have not been respected by a 
federal institution, write or telephone the 
Commissioner’s office nearest you. 


Collect calls on matters related to the Official 
Languages Act will be accepted. 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 

110 O’Connor Street 

Ottawa, Canada 

K1A 0T8 


Tel.: (613) 996-6368 


Complaints Line for Residents of the 
National Capital Region: 


Tel.: (613) 992-LANG (992-5264) 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 

Atlantic Region 

Heritage Court 

Room 303, 95 Foundry Street 

Moncton, New Brunswick 

BIG 5H] 


Tel.: (506) 857-7047 
1-800-561-7109 — 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 

Quebec Region 

Room 401, 1179 Bleury Street 

Montreal, Quebec 

H3B 3H9 


Tel.: (514) 283-4996 
1-800-363-0628 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 
Ontario Region 
Room 2410, 1 Dundas Street West 
Toronto, Ontario 
MSG 1Z3 


Tel.: (416) 973-1903 
1-800-387-0635 


Office of the Commissioner 

of Official Languages 
Manitoba and Saskatchewan Region 
Centre-Ville Building 
Room 200, 131 Provencher Boulevard 
St. Boniface, Manitoba 
R2H 0G2 


Tel.: (204) 983-2111 
1-800-665-8731 


Office of the Commissioner 

of Official Languages 
Alberta, B.C., N.W.T. and Yukon Region 
Liberty Building 
Room 1100-A, 10506 Jasper Avenue 
Edmonton, Alberta 
TAs 


Tel.: (403) 495-3111 
1-800-661-3642 


The Commissioner also has part-time liaison 
officers in several locations across Canada. To find 
out if there is one in your area, please call your 
regional office. 
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